Promiscuous and repeated mountings by females are evolutionarily intriguing as females are expected to be choosy and matings are expected to be costly. We evaluate the evolutionary basis of these behaviours in a high-density population of European badgers. We analysed postpartum mounting behaviour, in 3 years, at two neighbouring social groups each year. We demonstrate a polygynandrous social mating system, with repeated mounting. Mounting was skewed among females in four social-group-years, but overall did not differ from random, potentially because female reproductive success is context dependent, varying with local food availability and femaleefemale competition. Some males mounted more than others; however, male mounting frequency was not related to dominance rank, self-grooming rate, or body condition index. Mounting frequency did not predict paternity success; furthermore, a 16-year genetic data set showed that paternity success was positively correlated with body condition index. Females may therefore mount with males that do not father their offspring to minimize the risk of infanticide from them. Females may also trade mountings for allogrooming from males, but mounting frequency did not vary with relatedness, aggression received from males or sequential allomarking by males. We conclude that promiscuous and repeated mounting in badgers may have evolved to reduce maleemale aggression around mounting and the likelihood of infanticide from males by masking paternity. Promiscuous mounting of female badgers does not devalue the previous male's sperm, but may promote sperm competition, genetic diversity and genetic compatibility. Ó 2011 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Males should mate with as many females as possible as they produce considerably more, smaller gametes, whereas females, which produce fewer larger gametes and often invest more in parental care, should be choosier (Trivers 1972 Since mountings may be costly, given that they involve two individuals who may have conflicting optimal fitness strategies (Daly 1976), hypotheses have been developed to explain the evolution of repeated mounting behaviour (reviewed in Hunter et al. 1993) .
Identifying traits that are associated with males that obtain mountings and genetic paternity enables the mechanisms through which individuals select a mate, and the evolutionary processes underlying this, to be assessed (Zeh & Zeh 2003) . For example, in Columbian ground squirrels, Urocitellus columbianus, male age and body mass are correlated with mounting success as they determine access to females (Raveh et al. 2010) . In prairie voles, Microtus ochrogaster, self-grooming is a sexually selected trait (Wolff et al. 2002) as it spreads scent (saliva and interdigital gland secretion), signalling individual identity, reproductive condition and sexual attractiveness (Wiepkema 1979) . In the wood mouse, Apodemus sylvaticus, allogrooming is a commodity that is exchanged in a biological market for mountings (Stopka & Macdonald 1999) .
To understand the breeding system of a species, knowledge is required of both the social and genetic mating system (Dobson et al. 2010) . The European badger is group living in southern England,
